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                     Multicultural Interpretation
Issue:  There is a need for National Historic Sites (NHSs) to be

        relevant in an increasingly multi-cultural Canada.

Background  

As a society changes, so does its history. What interests us about the past alters with each generation. 

Canada has long been (and will become even more so) a culturally-diverse society. Accordingly, many citizens from backgrounds other than British or French want to see the stories of their ancestors (or predecessors) reflected in the official NHSs of the country.

Fiscal restraint makes it unlikely there will be large numbers of new sites developed to tell all the "nationally significant" stories of the many different groups and peoples of Canada. As a result, there will be increasing pressure on existing NHSs to carry some of the interpretive burden in this area.

This does not mean that there is a desire to fabricate or unduly emphasize aspects which are not justified by evidence. Rather, it means that some previously overlooked or untold stories, which highlight contributions by non-British or non-French peoples will be brought to the fore.

The Fortress of Louisbourg has considerable potential in this area as it was a populous town with a sizeable number of individuals - residents and visitors - from diverse backgrounds.   

Current Situation  

Interpretive staff make mention that the town contained numbers of Basques, Germans, Irish, people of African descent, and that there were occasional visits by Mi'kmaq scouts.

Analysis  

It used to be sufficient to say that 18th-century Louisbourg was predominately French and Roman Catholic. Looked at in more detail, the town is seen to have included - at specific points in time - "a few hundred Basques and Germans, a few dozen Blacks and Irish, and a scattering of Spanish, English and Scottish. There were more than a few Protestants ... and perhaps even a few Jews."

It is worth noting to begin that the French population itself was no monolith. Bretons, Normans, Gascons and others had their cultural differences. Differences likely manifested themselves in language, accent, dress, and customs. Further research may reveal, for instance, how many Bretons spoke their language at Louisbourg, or wore distinctive costumes. As a Celtic people, speaking a variation on Gaelic and sharing other aspects of Celtic culture (bagpipes, etc), an interpretation of Breton traditions, if justified by the evidence, would undoubtedly strike a responsive chord in today's Cape Breton. Given that nearly 20 per cent of the population was from Brittany,
 it stands to reason that at least some of them brought with them their language, dress and customs. 

As for the non-French part of Louisbourg's population, the most numerous group were the Basques. Almost every year, especially during the summer fishery, there were up to several hundred Basques in port, and in the other fishing communities of the colony.
 Their collective contribution to the economy of Ile Royale was a major one, and their historical presence deserves to be interpreted accordingly. That Basque fishermen had been exploring and exploiting the waters of Atlantic Canada for several hundred years prior to the establishment of Louisbourg is a part of their story.

Next to the Basques, the most numerous "multi-cultural" group within Louisbourg society, at least during the period from 1722 to 1745, were the German and Swiss soldiers of the mercenary Karrer Regiment.
 By the 1740s there were 150 of the Germanic soldiers in the town. Their distinctive uniforms, languages, and customs (including the Protestant faiths of perhaps a majority of them) led to occasional disputes and conflicts with their French military counterparts. The diversity and complexity in local society that resulted from the presence of the Karrer soldiers should be interpreted more fully. 

As for the Irish, research is underway to find out more about them as individuals and as a group.
 As things stand at the moment, we know that there were several dozen Irish in the town over a period of years. Many worked as servants, some had trades. All seem to have been Roman Catholic, a fact which drew them to Louisbourg rather than Protestant communities like Halifax or Boston.

While all the above groups deserve to have their stories told in more detail at the Fortress, the impetus for doing so is somewhat less than it is to offer more information concerning the involvements of Blacks and Native people in the 18th-century colony. This is partly because there is so little generally known about the roles and contributions of indigenous people and people of African descent in Canadian history. There is a strong public interest in these subject areas. Moreover, there are Black and Native organizations and communities in today's Nova Scotia who have a strong interest in how their ancestor's history is presented (which thus far is not the case with the Basques or Germans or Irish).

Research reveals that more than 200 Blacks lived and worked in Louisbourg during the period 1713-60.
 Most were slaves, but a few were "free" and practiced trades. The information that is now available is sufficient for implementation into the interpretation program. This could take the form of one or more people presenting Black history, and it could surface in an exhibit or publication.

Because some visitors carry negative stereotypes about slaves, interpretation of that aspect may best be carried out by staff in Parks Canada uniforms, not in period costume. There would have to be consultations on this and other questions with representatives of the Nova Scotia Black community.

With regard to Native history, the priority is the interpretation of Mi'kmaq associations. It is worth noting, however, that people from other First Nations also have connections with the Fortress; notably the Malecites and Abenaki on the French side, some New

England tribes on the British side, and various individuals identified as "Panis" slaves.

With regard to the Mi'kmaq, throughout the 17th and 18th centuries they had an alliance with the French. Louisbourg was an important place of contact to maintain the relationship. One historian goes so far as to write that Louisbourg's "greatest military usefulness turned out to be as headquarters for the maintenance of Amerindian alliances and in encouraging and abetting guerrilla warfare."
 Certainly, the alliance was crucial to both the French and the Mi'kmaq. It deserves to be acknowledged in the interpretation at the Fortress. Part of the close relationship between the two peoples or nations was the Roman Catholic faith they shared. 

There already exists at the Fortress extensive background material

which details the historical links between Louisbourg and the Mi'kmaq.
 That information could enable the park to introduce a comprehensive Native history program. Such a program could have many dimensions: people in costume (if considered appropriate by the Mi'kmaq), guides, exhibits, and publications.

For three years in the 1980s the Fortress had Mi'kmaq animation in which males in period costume portrayed scouts visiting the French town. The program was popular with visitors, but lapsed when the special funding disappeared.

Over the past year or so, a consultative relationship has grown up between some Fortress staff and the Aboriginal communities on Cape Breton Island. The Fortress has an opportunity to build upon that

relationship, and introduce innovative interpretive programs that would be welcomed by the Mi'kmaq and the general public alike. 

Conclusions & Observations  

Compared with many other NHSs which are not so fortunate, the Fortress is fortunate in having a complex and rich history in which individuals and groups from a range of ethnic and cultural backgrounds played a major part. That colourful and varied history does not have to be invented, it need only be revealed.

The way in which one presents history is as important as the details. The watchwords are fairness, accuracy and respect. 

In presenting stories about the range of peoples who had an impact on Louisbourg - or alternatively were affected by the place and the events that surrounded it - one must guard against tokenism. One does not want to simply take the basic European storyline and plug in "a few feathers, woolly heads, and sombreros." Native American writer Vine Deloria, Jr, rightly satirizes such an approach as being "the 'cameo' theory of history."
 

To make the interpretation of Louisbourg's multi-cultural past meaningful, programs must be based on solid research and, where relevant, on an effective partnership with the groups whose history is to be depicted.

Options  

Increase the verbal and textual references to peoples of neither French nor British backgrounds who played significant roles in the story of 18th-century Louisbourg. This would involve guides, animators, exhibits, and publications.  

Introduce costumes and other material culture or furnishing items into the animation program which would reflect the cultures of the peoples (Mi'kmaq, Basques, Germans, Blacks, etc.) who had important roles in or relationships with Louisbourg.  

In the specific cases of interpreting Black and Mi'kmaq history, hire individuals from those groups who can speak knowledgably about the experiences of their predecessors. Because of the inclinations of some visitors toward negative stereotyping, this function may best be carried out by staff in Parks Canada uniforms, not in period costume.

Encourage special event performances by groups and troupes from a range of cultural backgrounds. Depending on the event, these might take place at the Fortress site, within the overall park, at the visitor centre, in modern Louisbourg or in the Sydney area. 

Recommendations  

All of the above are possible. The Fortress staff needs to consider them, and develop a strategy.

In the case of the Mi'kmaq and Blacks, both of whom are represented by readily accessible organizations, no interpretive decisions should be taken without their input and agreement. Consultations should begin, followed by the establishment of meaningful partnerships.

With its rich and diverse history, the Fortress has many excellent opportunities to enhance and improve the multi-cultural components of its presentation of 18th-century society on Ile Royale. This could be achieved in a variety of specific ways, such as:

1. Develop a major exhibit on the theme "The People of Ile Royale"

2. Develop an interpretive trail near the Visitor Centre which

   would highlight Mi'kmaq history

3. Organize special event performances by a range of cultural

   groups.
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